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IN THE UNITED STATES PA TENT AND TRADEMARK OFFICE 
BEFORE THE TRADEMARK TR IAL AND APPEAL BOARD  

 
__________________________________________ 
       ) 
In re Registration No. 3,904,929   ) 
       ) 
SHELTERED WINGS, INC.    ) 
       )  Cancellation No. 92054629 
  Petitioner,    ) 
       )  
 v.      )  
       ) 
WOHALI OUTDOORS, LLC   ) 
       ) 
  Respondent.    ) 
__________________________________________) 
 
 

DECLARATION OF DANIEL C. HAMILTON  
 

I, Daniel C. Hamilton, declare as follows: 

1. I am the President and founder of petitioner, Sheltered Wings, Inc., and submit 

this declaration in support of petitioner’s opposition to Wohali Outdoors, LLC’s motion for 

summary judgment.  I oversee all the operations of Sheltered Wings, Inc., including the Eagle 

Optics division of the company, and have primary responsibility for managing the company’s 

branding and trademarks.  I have personal knowledge of the facts in this declaration and, if called 

upon, I could and would testify to these facts. 

History of the Eagle Optics Company 

2. In October 1986, I opened a Wild Birds Unlimited franchise store in Madison, 

Wisconsin, with my wife, where we provided products and services, including optics, such as 

binoculars, to consumers interested in birds and bird watching.  We decided to start a separate 

business selling optics and in 1987 founded the Eagle Optics company.   

3. At first, Eagle Optics was operated as a retail store and mail order business out of 
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our Wild Birds Unlimited franchise store.  Initially, we sold other parties’ optics, including 

binoculars, spotting scopes, and telescopes from manufacturers such as Nikon, Swarovski, 

Bushnell, and Zeiss.   

4. We first began advertising our Eagle Optics company sometime in 1988.   

5. In 1989, we formed the corporation, Sheltered Wings, Inc., as the legal entity for 

our Eagle Optics business and created the EAGLE OPTICS logo that we still use today. 

6. As we gained more experience and success, we expanded the Eagle Optics 

company, both in terms of size as well as product offerings and scope.  By 1994, we began co-

branding optics products, such as binoculars, with other optics companies.  For example, the 

PENTAX/EAGLE 8x24 DCF binocular was one of our early co-branded products. 

7. In 1996, we introduced our own EAGLE OPTICS branded optics products.  Our 

first EAGLE OPTICS branded binocular was our EAGLE OPTICS RANGER binocular.  Over 

the years, our EAGLE OPTICS line of optics products grew to include binoculars, spotting 

scopes, and telescopes.  

8. In 1996, we also purchased the domain name, www.eagleoptics.com, and created 

an informational website to provide information about and promote our Eagle Optics company 

and EAGLE OPTICS branded products. 

9. In 1997, we opened a facility in Middleton, Wisconsin to house our growing 

optics retail, mail order, catalog, and Internet business in a separate location from our Wild Birds 

Unlimited store. 

10.  In 1998, we entered the e-commerce retail market and began to sell products 

through our website at www.eagleoptics.com, in addition to sales through our Eagle Optics 

company retail store. 
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11. In the early 2000s, we also started Eagle Optics’ sister company, Vortex Optics, 

which manufactures and sells optics under the VORTEX brand.  

12. In March of 2007, we sold our Wild Birds Unlimited franchise store to focus on 

the Eagle Optics and Vortex Optics companies.  

13. Over the past 25 years, since its inception in the back of our Wild Birds Unlimited 

franchise store, the Eagle Optics company and the EAGLE OPTICS brand for optics has grown 

into a multi-million dollar company and well known optics brand.  We continue to invest in, and 

grow, our Eagle Optics company and our EAGLE OPTICS branded optics products.   

Eagle Optics’ Trademarks and the EAGLE OPTICS Brand 

14. Since the company was founded, Eagle Optics has continuously used the term 

EAGLE in its trademarks for its optics products. Sheltered Wings (d/b/a Eagle Optics) is the 

owner of the following United States trademark registrations for its trademarks including the 

term EAGLE: 

Mark/Reg. No. 
 

Application and 
Registration Dates 

Goods and Services 

GOLDEN EAGLE 
Reg. No. 3,787,739 

App:  Dec. 8, 2006 
 
Reg:  May 11, 2010 
 

Class 9: Binoculars 
 

EAGLE OPTICS 
Reg. No. 2,886,199 
 

App:  Oct. 5, 2000 
 
Reg:  Sep. 21, 2004 
 

Class 9:  Binoculars, spotting 
scopes, and telescopes, all for 
use in bird watching, and 
storage cases therefore 



4 

Mark/Reg. No. 
 

Application and 
Registration Dates 

Goods and Services 

 
Reg. No. 3,192,083 
 

App:  Aug. 24, 2005 
 
Reg:  Jan. 2, 2007 

Class 9:  Binoculars, spotting 
scopes, telescopes, and storage 
cases therefore, all for use in 
birdwatching 
 
Class 35:  Retail store, mail 
order and online retail store 
services featuring binoculars, 
spotting scopes, telescopes, and 
storage cases therefore, all for 
use in birdwatching 

 
15. Eagle Optics has been using the mark EAGLE OPTICS for retail services in the 

optics field since at least as early as 1987, and has been using the logo in trademark Registration 

Number 3,192,083 since 1989.   

16. Since 1989, Eagle Optics has published catalogs containing the products it sells.  

Generally speaking, our catalogs are published yearly.  We distribute our catalogs nationally, 

upon request.  Some examples of our catalogs are attached.  Exhibits 1-5 are catalogs from 

1992-1996, and Exhibits 6 through 11 are catalogs from 2006-2011.   

17. Eagle Optics has been selling EAGLE OPTICS branded binoculars and spotting 

scopes continuously since at least as early as 1996.  The catalogs referred to above and the 

product offerings on our website at www.eagleoptics.com, (see, e.g., Exhibit 12, showing the 

current line of EAGLE OPTICS binoculars), demonstrate representative uses of the EAGLE 

OPTICS marks on such products.  

18. The GOLDEN EAGLE binoculars were introduced in the line of EAGLE 

OPTICS branded binoculars in 2010, and have been sold continuously since then.   

The 2003 Consent Agreement Between Eagle Optics and Nikon 

19. One of our first trademark applications was an application Serial Number 
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78/029,311 to register the mark EAGLE OPTICS, which was filed on October 5, 2000. 

20. During the prosecution of our trademark application for the mark EAGLE 

OPTICS, which ultimately issued as Registration Number 2,886,199, registration of our mark 

was refused over Trademark Registration Number 2,084,361 for EAGLEVIEW for binoculars, 

owned by Nikon Corporation.    

21. Nikon’s application for registration of EAGLEVIEW was an intent-to-use 

application filed on November 28, 1994; its registration issued on July 29, 1997.   

22. On about November 1, 2002, Eagle Optics, through our prior trademark counsel, 

filed a Petition for Cancellation of Nikon’s ‘199 Registration for EAGLEVIEW on the basis that 

our use of EAGLE OPTICS was prior to Nikon’s use of EAGLEVIEW.  A true and correct copy 

of the Petition filed in Cancellation No. 92041239 is attached as Exhibit 13.   

23. In response to our Petition, Nikon’s counsel informed us that we had filed our 

Petition for Cancellation after the five-year statute of limitations for seeking cancellation of a 

similar mark, but agreed that it would consent to our registration of EAGLE OPTICS if we paid 

for Nikon’s reasonable costs and expenses in connection with the matter.    

24. At the time, this seemed like a reasonable resolution of the matter.  By the end of 

2002, Nikon’s EAGLEVIEW mark and our EAGLE OPTICS mark had been co-existing in the 

market place for at least six years.  Nikon’s first use of the term was on November 30, 1996, as 

identified in the USPTO records.  Eagle Optics had been an authorized dealer of Nikon products 

since about 1988, and by the end of 2002, had been an authorized dealer for almost 15 years.   

25. As far as I am aware, Nikon has always used its EAGLEVIEW mark as part of a 

model name for a binocular, namely the Nikon “EAGLEVIEW ZOOM.”  Attached as Exhibit 

14 is a true and correct copy of a webpage printed from Nikon’s website on August 22, 2012, 



6 

showing Nikon’s use of EAGLEVIEW ZOOM in connection with a binocular.   

26. Ultimately, we entered into a consent agreement with Nikon Corporation, which 

was signed in 2003.  Attached as Exhibit 15 is a true and correct copy of this agreement.   

27. Now, 10 years later, Eagle Optics is still an authorized dealer of Nikon products.  

And I am still not aware of any confusion occurring as a result of Nikon’s use of EAGLEVIEW 

ZOOM, and our use of EAGLE OPTICS. 

The Notoriety of Eagle Optics and the EAGLE OPTICS Brand 

28. The Eagle Optics company started small, but has grown immensely, and is now is 

a very significant, and well-known company and brand in the optics industry.   Eagle Optics 

serves a broad range of customers, but its target customers are outdoor enthusiasts, including, but 

not limited to, birdwatchers and hunters.   

29. Eagle Optics sells its EAGLE OPTICS branded optics products through: (1) the 

Eagle Optics retail store in Middleton, Wisconsin; (2) the EAGLE OPTICS website at 

www.eagleoptics.com; (3) the Wild Birds Unlimited franchise system; as well as (4) many other 

retailers, both Internet retailers and physical stores. 

30. By about the year 2000, EAGLE OPTICS products had become the primary in-

store optics brand for the Wild Birds Unlimited franchise system.  Currently, Wild Birds 

Unlimited has approximately 220 franchise stores that sell EAGLE OPTICS branded products. 

In many cases, the optics carried by Wild Birds Unlimited stores are exclusively EAGLE 

OPTICS products.      

31. Starting about ten years ago, Eagle Optics branded products have also been sold 

by additional independent retailers including:  B&H Photo, Optics Planet, Binoculars.com, Gold 

Crest Distribution, Aveoptica Mexico, Eagle Optics Canada, Birdwatching.com, 
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Optics4Birding.com, and Online Nature Mall.   

32. Because of Eagle Optics’ success, the company has been the subject of numerous 

articles in trade publications, both in feature articles and in favorable product reviews of products 

by industry leaders.   

33. Our EAGLE OPTICS company and brand was featured in an article in the 

February 2005 issue of Birding Business, (attached as Exhibit 16), as well as in a feature article 

published in the Wisconsin State Journal in October 2007, (attached as Exhibit 17).   

34. EAGLE OPTICS products are also regularly included among other well-known 

optics brands in third-party product reviews.  For example, in 2007 and again in 2012, Bird 

Watchers Digest, the most prominent publication in the field of bird watching, conducted a 

comprehensive review of midpriced binoculars from the major optics companies.  A copy of the 

2007 review is attached as Exhibit 18, and a copy of the 2012 review is attached as Exhibit 19.  

The EAGLE OPTICS RANGER binocular scored near the top of both review, among industry 

leaders such as Leica, Pentax, Leupold, and Eagle Optics’ sister company, Vortex Optics. An 

EAGLE OPTICS binocular was also “singled out” for an individual review both times.  

35. The Cornell Lab of Ornithology, a nonprofit organization and unit of Cornell 

University, has also published positive reviews of EAGLE OPTICS binoculars.  For example, 

EAGLE OPTICS products received favorable reviews in the Winter 2005 issue of their Living 

Bird publication (Exhibit 20), which is their most recent comprehensive binocular review, as 

well as a 1999 review from the Cornell Lab of Ornithology (Exhibit 21).  The EAGLE OPTICS 

Ranger also appeared in the January/February 2007 issue of WildBird (Exhibit 22).  
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36. We have also successfully enforced our EAGLE OPTICS trademarks against 

infringing third parties:  

• In the fall of 2004, through counsel, we contacted Bass Pro who was selling a 
binocular called the EAGLE EYE under its house brand REDHEAD.  After our 
contact, Bass Pro stopped selling these binoculars. 

• On April 25, 2005, through counsel, we sent a cease and desist letter to Coin 
Crafters and Engravers of Pagosa Springs, CO that registered the domain name 
www.eagleopticsusa.com to promote the sale of various goods and services. 
Exhibit 23 is a copy of this letter.  Coin Crafters and Engravers subsequently 
stopped using the domain name, and Eagle Optics now owns it. 

• On December 5, 2006, through counsel, we sent a cease and desist letter to 
SafeTGard Sport Optics of Lakewood, CO (now Swift Optics), that introduced a 
line of binoculars under the EAGLE SERIES mark.  Exhibit 24 is a copy of the 
letter, and Exhibit 25 is a copy of the advertisement published in December2006 
(from a January/February 2007 issue of WildBird magazine) showing Swift’s use 
of EAGLE SERIES.  In response, Swift changed the product line to the “SWIFT 
EAGLET SERIES.” 

• On September 5, 2008, through counsel, we sent a cease and desist letter to Mr. 
Istvan Kovary of Glendale, Arizona, formerly doing business as Eagle Eye Optics 
Company.  The letter, which is attached at Exhibit 26, objected to: (i) his use of 
the mark EAGLE EYE OPTICS COMPANY for binoculars and riflescopes; and 
(ii) his application to register EAGLE EYE OPTICS COMPANY for binoculars, 
riflescopes, and spotting scopes (U.S. serial number 77/248,564).  Shortly after 
receiving this letter, Mr. Kovary called our attorneys and agreed to abandon his 
pending application, which was also refused by the USPTO in view of our 
EAGLE OPTICS mark.  Mr. Kovary also agreed to dispose of all remaining 
inventory within 6 months.   

• On May 26, 2009, through counsel, we sent a cease and desist letter to Mike and 
Kathy Webb of Alexandria, Indiana, who were using the term EAGLE VISION 
for binocular retailing services from a website at 
www.eaglevisionbinoculars.com.  Exhibit 27 is a copy of the letter.  Mike and 
Kathy Webb replied by email on June 17, 2009 that they would be shutting down 
their website by July 1, 2009. See Exhibit 28. The website is no longer there.   

• In 2010, we learned that QualityRifleScopes.com appeared to be selling Mr. 
Kovary’s “IJK/EAGLE EYE OPTICS” riflescopes.  Through counsel, we sent a 
cease and desist letter to Quality Rifle Scopes, which letter is attached as Exhibit 
29.  Although no written response to this letter was received, it appears that the 
infringer has stopped using EAGLE EYE OPTICS in connection with its scopes. 
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If you are a bird watcher with

between $300 and $800 to spend on a
new pair of binoculars, what can you
get? This is the question for a birder
ready for something beyond entry-
level binoculars or discount-store
offerings who can’t afford or doesn’t
choose to spend close to $2,000 for
top-echelon binoculars. To answer this
question we evaluated 56 midpriced
binoculars from 18 different manufac-
turers. All have suggested retail prices
of at least $300, and all can be found
(at the time of this writing) at street
prices less than $800. 

How We Evaluated Them
We numbered and tagged the

binoculars and set them up on tables
that overlooked an outdoor scene.
There were bird feeders, meadow,
pond, trees, butterflies, and birds—a
great variety of natural subjects to
observe. 

For more controlled lab-type com-
parisons, we pinned to a wall an
Edmonds Optics Resolution Power

test chart that incorporates multiple
examples of the standard USAF 1951
Resolution Test Pattern in red, blue,
yellow, and black. The chart is large
enough to let you see copies of the
same test pattern at the center and at
the edges of the field of view. 

We constructed a beanbag rest 24
feet in front of the chart so that any
two binoculars could be set up side by
side and compared under identical dis-
tance and lighting conditions. A bean-
bag rest was mounted on a heavy
Gitzo tripod that stood on a stone
floor. The tripod’s crank let us raise
and lower the beanbag rest to match
each tester’s height. After aiming and
focusing, we could easily move from
one pair of binoculars to another and
compare two perfectly still, steady
images. 

A team of 13 other Iowa birders
was invited to rate the binoculars for
optical quality, fit, and feel, plus other
ergonomic details such as the focus
knob, eyecups, and diopter adjustment
mechanism. We deliberately omitted

price information on the form the
testers filled out while evaluating the
binoculars. Our intent was to rank the
binoculars according to their quality
without regard to their cost. We also
researched warranties, an important
issue when investing in binoculars.

Here are the elements tested for
and included on the chart. 

Optical Quality
The binoculars were compared for

resolution, brightness, contrast, color
fidelity, detail in shadowed areas, and
freedom from chromatic aberration.
Each tester rated the binoculars’opti-
cal quality on a scale of 5 (best score
among the midpriced binoculars) to 1
(worst). Top-end reference binoculars
were also available for comparison—
Zeiss FL 8x 42 and10x42, a Swarovs-
ki EL 8.5x42, and a Leica Ultravid
8x42. 

A word of caution on interpreting
the optical quality numbers. The
combined scores are rated to the
tenth of a point, but the spread
is tight, with most of the binoc-
ulars scoring within one point
of each other. It’s wise to not

regard the scores as absolutes. Every
score on the chart is composed of the
ratings of multiple testers, each of
whom doubtless brought his or her
own preferences and particularities to
the test. This doesn’t mean subjective
comparisons are meaningless. But
there is a tendency, when seeing
something reduced to a number such
as 4.3, to put undue credence in its
specificity.

Among the standouts for optical
quality were the Leica Ultravid Com-
pacts, amazingly sharp, clear binocu-
lars (see review of Leica Ultravid
Compacts). The Vortex Razor 8x42
shared the highest optical score with
them.  

Ergonomics (Fit and Feel)
Fit and feel are necessarily an indi-

vidual matter, made up of the size,
weight, shape, and balance of the
binoculars, the texture of the armor-

ing, and a host of details. People
respond favorably or unfavor-
ably to indentations for thumbs;
to the size, location, and style of
the lugs to which the strap

attaches; and to the general tight-
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is also the diopter adjustment knob.
When you push a button under the
bridge, the focus knob changes func-
tion and focuses only the right eye-
piece, allowing you to set the diopter.
When you release the button, the
focus knob again focuses both eye-
pieces. At any time you can read the
setting on the focus knob, reassuring
you that it is correct or alerting you
that it needs adjusting. Other notable
examples of locking diopter adjust-
ment mechanisms are the Bushnell
Elite2 and Bushnell Infinity, Leica
Ultravid, Leupold Cascade, Minox
HG, Pentax DCF ED and Pentax DCF
SP, Swift Audubon, Vortex Razor, and
Vortex Viper.

Focus Knob
Ergonomic quality in binoculars is

conveyed by the focus knob. If it turns
smoothly, with even resistance
throughout its range, you feel confi-
dent in the engineering quality of the
instrument. A focus knob with slack
doesn’t feel right, and it doesn’t give
you immediate, accurate focusing.
Our testers rated each pair of binocu-
lar on the perceived quality of its
focus knob. The results are displayed
in the chart.

Most bird watchers also like a
focus wheel that goes quickly from
near focus to infinity. If you have to
turn and turn the wheel, the flying
merlin will be long gone before you
roll the knob away from the sparrow
in the bush. On the other hand, too fast
a focus makes binoculars hard to
focus precisely. 

A manufacturer that has admirably
addressed the challenge of making the
focus knob both precise and fast is
Minox. The new Minox HG series
binoculars (see review) go from close-
up to infinity in less than one full turn

of the focus wheel. Up-close focusing
is fast, and distance focusing is pre-
cise. Going a step further, Minox put
a distance scale on the focus knob,
turning it into a range finder. We love
this feature because we often would
like to make a note of the viewing dis-
tance from a bird, and the Minox GH
focus wheel lets us read the distance
at a glance.

Eyecups
Other details to note among the

midpriced binoculars are the eyecup
design and quality. Our team (domi-
nated by individuals who wear glass-
es) strongly preferred eyecups that
twist or pull up and down, rather than
the older-style rubber folding eyecups.
Nearly all of the binoculars in our
study did employ twist-ups or pull-
ups. However, if you do not wear
glasses, you might be perfectly happy
with folding eyecups. The chart indi-
cates the eyecup style for each pair of
binoculars.

Our team’s favorite eyecups were
twist-ups with multiple detents, or
clicks, that allow a birder quickly to

ness or looseness of knobs and hinges.
Most people seem to like tethered lens
covers, but some don’t like lens cov-
ers dangling down from the binocu-
lars. One of our testers, whose hands
are particularly large, scorned the
compacts, preferring the way that full-
sized binoculars fit his grip. Another
tester said that high-quality binoculars
that worked with her glasses and
would fit in her small purse were “to
die for.” 

A great advance in binocular
ergonomics was the use of rubber or
synthetic materials to cover and pro-
tect the surface. Armoring quiets
bumps, secures one’s grip, and makes
binoculars much more hand friendly.
Although virtually all the binoculars
in our study incorporate pleasant
armoring, the Swift 8.5x44 Audubon
(Model 828) got an especially high

score for fit and feel. It’s pleasant to
the touch, it’s nonslip, and it accom-
plishes its tactile effect without any
ridges. Quite elegant—just a subtle
texture does the job.

Diopter Adjustment
The diopter adjustment mechanism

is a focus knob that lets you focus one
side of the binoculars separately from
the other, in order to set the binoculars
to accommodate differences in the
focusing of your two eyes. When you
acquire new binoculars, you immedi-
ately set the diopter adjustment for
your own eyes. If the setting holds,
and no one changes it, you can forget
about it. If you share your binoculars
with others, each user needs to set the
diopter personally, each time the
binoculars change hands. The correct
diopter adjustment is essential to a
focused image.

Even though a birder with non-
shared use of a pair of binoculars
might need to use the diopter adjust-
ment only once, or only rarely, it’s
important to be able to set it easily.
You should be able to turn the diopter
knob without straining your fingers or
scrinching up your eye with the effort.
Ideally, a diopter adjustment should
lock so that it can’t be accidentally
moved from its setting. It should have
markings or “stops,” called detents, to
facilitate putting it back to its normal
setting if it does get changed. And the
setting should be easy to read so that
you can confirm at a glance that it’s
still adjusted correctly.

We found considerable range in
diopter adjustment style and quality
among our midpriced binoculars. We
found lockable diopter adjustments
superior to diopters that hold their set-
ting merely by friction, but only 13 of
56 of the midpriced binoculars in our
study offer the locking feature. Those
binoculars with lockable diopter
adjustments use a variety of ingenious
devices.

Our favorite was the Leica Ultra-
vid Compact. The regular focus knob
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with a published close focus of 3.9
feet. Another binocular with a remark-
ably close focus was the Alpen model
493 8x42, which focuses down to 4
feet. Unlike some close-focusing
binoculars, the Alpen 493 has a good
overlap between the images presented
to the two eyes. That makes for com-
fortable viewing even up close, and it
avoids the squeezed-eyes feeling that
comes with some other close-focusing
binoculars. 

Field of View
Field of view and eye relief are

rivals. When a binocular designer
increases one, the other one suffers.
Only by adding expensive elements to
the eyepieces is it possible to maxi-
mize both at once. That is probably
why we found only a few midpriced
binoculars that had both outstanding
eye field of view and eye relief. How-
ever, for a person who does not wear
glasses, eye relief doesn’t matter, and
binoculars with a wide field of view
can be enjoyed without penalty.

We found several binoculars with
exceptionally wide fields of view and
moderate eye relief that might work
well for some, though probably not
all, glasses wearers. Among these are
three 8x32s—the Kowa BD32-8x, the
Minox BL, and the Carson Optical
SM-832HD, each with a more than
420 feet field of view at 1,000 yards. 

Among the 8x42s, the Vortex
Razor turned in the widest field of
view by far—410 feet at 1,000 yards,
yet it provides 18mm of eye relief,
adequate for virtually any glasses
wearer. The Leupold Katmai 6x32
also achieves both a wide field of view
(425 feet) and long eye relief
(19.2mm).

Three 10x42s in our study offered
fields of view of more than 340 feet at

1,000 yards, and these all have eye
relief of at least 16mm, which is ade-
quate for most glasses wearers. These
were the Kowa BD42-10x High Per-
formance, the Minox BL, and the
Bushnell Elite2.

The Main Chart
The main chart is sorted by overall

quality, with the best at the top. To cal-
culate the overall quality index, we
weighted optical quality as 50 percent
of the score, with the other 50 percent
comprised in equal parts of fit and
feel, close focus, focus knob quality,
diopter adjustment quality, and eyecup
quality. 

Not included in the overall quality
calculation: price, warranty, prism
style, field of view, waterproofing, and
size and weight except as they affect-
ed fit-and-feel scores. All of these are
important aspects of binoculars, but
how much to weight them in making a
purchase decision will vary from per-
son to person.

The Warranties Chart
It’s sometimes difficult to discover

exactly what a manufacturer is
promising by way of warranty. In
some cases we received conflicting
information from company spokes-
people, or what we were told differed
from what we read on the manufactur-
er’s website. The information is
reported as accurately as possible, but
we recognize that another questioner
on another day or with another
respondent might possibly produce a
different answer.

“Limited warranty” usually means
that only manufacturers’defects are
covered. “Lifetime warranty,” on the
other hand, can mean many things. It
can mean there is no time limit. It may

dial the degree of eyecup extension
required. These are marked TC
(twist/click) on the chart. 

The winner for best eyecups was
the Vortex Razor, which has both
detents and markings, and an exten-
sion range better than that of any other
binoculars we tested. Although most
twist eyecups have only three detents,
the Razor has 15, allowing you to fine
tune a repeatable setting. The only
improvement we would suggest
would be to make them a bit stiffer to
turn so that they could hold their set-
ting better. 

Eye Relief
For all binoculars there is an opti-

mal distance between your eye and
the eyepiece. That distance is called
eye relief. If your eye is too close to or
too far from the eyepiece, you can’t
see the whole picture: Part of it is
blacked out. The challenge for eye-
glass wearers is to choose binoculars
with eye relief long enough to accom-
modate the glasses. Otherwise, your
glasses don’t allow your eyes to get
close enough to the eyepiece, and you
can’t see the whole picture. 

A few years ago it was difficult to
find a binoculars with eye relief suffi-
cient for eyeglass wearers. But optics
have come a long way on that score.
Most manufacturers seem to have
realized that people with corrected
vision make up a significant portion of
the binoculars market. Most of the
pairs we looked at work well with
eyeglasses. 

For the eye relief column on the
chart, we relied on the numbers pub-
lished by the manufacturers. If you
wear glasses, a good starting place is
to consider binoculars with a listed
eye relief of at least 16mm. However,
methods of measuring eye relief vary

from manufacturer to manufacturer,
so you can’t rely entirely on the pub-
lished figures. Oddly, Leica seems to
grade their binoculars’eye relief espe-
cially conservatively. We found that
the Leica Ultravid Compacts had
excellent eye relief for glasses wear-
ers, despite published eye relief of
only 15mm. 

Our team especially appreciated
the eyecups on the Pentax DCF SP,
with its three-stage indents. The eye
relief of the 8x43 model, published as
22mm, is generous enough even for a
person whose glasses are large and
ride far from the eye. But the three-
stage indents allow a person with clos-
er-fitting glasses to dial an appropriate
degree of eye relief.

Other binoculars with particularly
long eye relief include the Celestron
Regal LX 8x42, the Alpen models 493
and 496, and the Vortex Viper 8x42.
Binoculars such as these, with eye
relief of 20mm or more, are good can-
didates for anyone who has trouble
getting the whole picture while wear-
ing glasses. The safest practice for
anyone looking for new binoculars, of
course, especially if you wear glasses,
is to try ’em before you buy ’em.

Close Focus
Have you ever found yourself

backing up so that you could focus on
a butterfly or on the birds at the feeder
right outside your window? Some-
times you want to magnify what is
close, so that you can appreciate tiny
details, such as the individual feathers
that make up the gorget of a hum-
mingbird. For that you need binocu-
lars that will focus up close. The
binoculars in our study have a close
focus ranging from 4 feet to 18 feet.

The closest-focusing binocular we
looked at was the Minox BV 8x42,
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LEGEND
The chart is sorted by
Overall Quality, with best
scores at the top.
Mag: magnification
Obj: Diameter of 
objective lens
Street Price: what a
buyer has to pay, 
estimated
Field of View: in feet,
at 1000 yards
Coatings:
MC= Multi coated
FMC= fully multi coated.  
Eyecup Style:
T= Twist-up eyecups
TC= Twist-up with clicks
P= Push-pull eyecups
F= Fold-down eyecups
Diopter Location:
E= on eyepiece
CF= on far end of central
column
CC= on close end of 
central column
FK= with focus knob
Diopter Indicators:
M= Marks
D= Detents
DM= Detents and marks
C= Center point only
shown on diopter
Optical Quality:
composite subjective 
evaluation. 
Highest = 5. Lowest = 1

Fit & Feel: composite
subjective evaluation.
Highest = 5. Lowest = 1

Focus Knob: compos-
ite subjective evaluation.
Highest = 5. Lowest = 1

Diopter Quality:
composite subjective 
evaluation. 
Highest = 5. Lowest = 1

Eyecup Quality:
composite subjective 
evaluation. 
Highest = 5. Lowest = 1

Overall Quality:
based 1/2 on optical 
quality, 1/2 on ergonomic
characteristics

Leica Ultravid 8 20 $619 8.5 roof 341 16.0 7.2 3.6 4.4 yes FMC P FK 3 M 4.8 4.8 4.9 4.9 4.8 4.8
Leica Ultravid 10 25 $679 9.4 roof 273 15.0 10.5 4.4 4.4 yes FMC P FK 3 M 4.9 4.8 4.9 4.9 4.8 4.7
Minox HG 62155 8.5 43 $789 22.9 roof 321 18.0 7.6 5.7 5.0 yes FMC TC E 3 M 4.5 4.7 4.8 4.9 4.5 4.6
Vortex Razor 8 42 $700 29.4 roof 410 18.0 8.2 6.5 5.5 yes FMC TC FK 3 DM 4.9 2.9 4.8 4.9 4.8 4.6
Minox HG 62163 8 33 $679 21.3 roof 395 15.0 6.6 5.0 4.9 yes FMC TC E 3 M 4.5 3.8 4.9 4.9 4.5 4.5
Pentax Pentax DCF ED 8 32 $799 23.5 roof 393 17.0 4.9 5.0 5.0 yes FMC TC E 3 M 3.9 4.7 4.4 4.5 4.5 4.5
Vortex Viper 8 42 $480 23.0 roof 347 20.0 5.1 5.8 5.3 yes FMC TC E 3 C 4.5 4.8 4.0 4.1 4.5 4.5
Leupold Katmai 6 32 $290 18.2 roof 425 19.2 4.9 4.1 4.7 yes FMC TC E D 4.4 4.8 3.9 4.1 4.5 4.4

Eagle Optics Ranger SRT 8 42 $300 21.8 roof 341 19.5 5.2 5.8 5.1 yes FMC TC E C 4.5 4.9 4.0 4.1 4.4 4.4
Zeiss Victory 8x20 Compact 8 20 $450 7.9 roof 351 14.0 8.2 4.0 3.8 yes FMC P CF M 4.0 3.8 3.9 4.1 4.6 4.3
Nikon Monarch 10 42 $320 21.1 roof 314 15.5 8.2 5.6 5.0 yes FMC T E M 4.4 4.7 3.9 4.0 4.3 4.3

Bushnell Elite 2 10 42 $500 28.0 roof 341 17.0 8.0 5.7 5.0 yes FMC T FK 3 DM 3.9 4.7 4.4 4.4 4.2 4.3
Nikon Monarch 8 36 $250 19.8 roof 367 17.0 8.2 4.9 5.1 yes FMC TC E M 4.4 4.7 3.9 4.1 4.2 4.2
Zeiss Victory 10x25 Compact 10 25 $490 8.6 roof 285 14.0 13.1 4.7 3.8 yes FMC P CF M 3.9 3.8 3.9 4.0 4.7 4.2
Zeiss Conquest 10 40 $800 29.0 roof 315 15.0 9.8 6.0 5.0 yes FMC T CF C 4.0 3.9 3.9 4.1 4.5 4.2
Zeiss Conquest 8 40 $770 28.9 roof 360 16.0 9.8 6.0 5.0 yes FMC T CF C 4.0 3.8 3.9 4.0 4.5 4.2
Pentax Pentax DCF SP 10 43 $649 25.0 roof 315 17.0 6.6 5.7 5.0 yes FMC TC E 3 M 3.9 4.8 4.4 4.4 3.9 4.1
Minox BL 62149 8 32 $349 18.5 roof 429 15.5 6.2 4.8 5.0 yes FMC T E M 4.1 4.0 3.9 4.0 4.1 4.1
Pentax Pentax DCF SP 8 43 $599 24.5 roof 330 22.0 6.6 5.7 5.0 yes FMC TC E 3 M 4.0 3.0 4.3 4.4 4.1 4.1

Celestron Noble 10 50 $298 27.0 roof 262 20.0 9.0 6.7 5.2 yes FMC T E M 4.4 4.8 3.9 4.0 3.9 4.1
Kowa BD32-8x 8 32 $440 19.7 roof 430 15.0 6.0 4.9 4.8 yes FMC T E M 4.0 3.9 3.9 4.0 4.0 4.0
Zeiss Conquest 10 30 $520 18.0 roof 288 15.0 9.8 5.2 4.5 yes FMC T CF C 3.9 4.7 3.9 4.1 4.0 4.0

Leupold Pinnacles 8 42 $380 23.0 roof 341 17.8 6.6 5.5 4.8 yes FMC P E D 3.9 3.0 3.9 3.9 4.2 4.0
Vortex Stokes Broadwing 8 42 $350 26.6 roof 350 18.0 5.0 6.0 5.0 yes FMC TC E M 4.5 3.8 3.0 3.3 4.1 4.0
Zeiss Conquest 8 30 $471 17.5 roof 360 15.0 9.8 5.6 4.5 yes FMC T CF C 4.0 3.7 3.9 4.0 4.1 4.0
Kowa BD42-8x 8 42 $530 25.8 roof 361 18.3 6.5 5.7 5.0 yes FMC T E M 4.0 3.9 3.9 4.0 3.9 4.0

Celestron Noble 10 42 $282 24.0 roof 314 16.0 8.0 5.8 5.1 yes FMC T E M 4.4 4.8 3.9 4.0 3.7 4.0
Swift  Audubon (Model 828) 8.5 44 $360 23.4 roof 336 19.0 9.0 5.8 4.9 yes FMC T FK 3 DM 4.7 3.4 4.3 4.4 3.8 4.0
Minox BV 62167 8 42 $249 27.5 roof 389 18.0 3.9 5.5 5.0 yes MC TC E M 3.9 3.9 3.9 4.0 3.8 4.0
Minox BL 62148 10 42 $399 22.9 roof 344 16.0 8.2 5.6 5.0 yes MC TC E M 4.0 3.9 3.9 4.0 3.9 3.9

Bushnell Infinity 8.5 45 $380 25.0 roof 314 17.0 6.7 6.0 5.3 yes FMC TC FK 3 DM 4.4 3.0 4.8 4.7 3.6 3.9
Swift Eaglet 10 42 $490 23.6 roof 261 16.0 6.5 5.4 5.0 yes FMC T E D 3.9 3.9 3.4 3.6 4.0 3.9
Swift Eaglet 7 36 $450 20.6 roof 374 16.0 5.9 5.0 5.0 yes FMC T E D 4.0 3.9 3.4 3.6 3.9 3.9

Fujinon HB 12 60 $685 56.0 roof 285 15.5 5.0 9.0 6.1 yes MC TC FK DM 3.1 3.8 3.0 3.2 4.2 3.9
Swarovski 8X20 BN 8 20 $629 7.6 roof 345 13.0 13.0 4.0 3.7 yes FMC T CC M 3.5 3.9 3.9 4.0 4.1 3.9

Zeiss Conquest Compact 8 20 $300 6.3 roof 345 14.0 10.8 4.0 3.7 yes FMC F CC M 3.5 3.9 3.9 3.9 4.0 3.9
Kowa BD42-10x 10 42 $560 26.3 roof 344 17.6 6.6 5.7 5.0 yes FMC T E M 4.0 3.9 3.9 4.0 3.7 3.9
Kowa BD32-10x 10 32 $465 19.9 roof 344 15.0 4.9 5.0 4.8 yes FMC T E M 4.0 3.0 3.9 4.0 3.8 3.9

Celestron Regal LX 10 42 $452 25.0 roof 319 16.0 6.0 5.8 5.3 yes FMC P E DM 4.0 3.9 3.0 3.2 4.0 3.9
Celestron Regal LX 8 42 $442 25.0 roof 340 20.0 6.0 5.8 5.3 yes FMC P E DM 3.9 3.9 3.0 3.2 4.0 3.9

Alpen Model 493 8 42 $305 19.4 roof 341 20.0 4.0 5.8 5.0 yes FMC TC E DM 4.0 3.9 3.0 3.2 3.8 3.8
Swarovski 10X25BN 10 25 $681 8.1 roof 285 13.0 16.0 4.6 3.7 yes FMC T CC M 3.2 4.0 3.9 4.0 4.1 3.8
Carson XM-832HD 8 32 $270 20.6 roof 420 15.5 9.8 5.5 5.0 yes FMC T E C 3.9 4.3 3.4 3.6 3.8 3.8
Alpen Model 495 10 42 $320 24.0 roof 315 16.0 5.0 5.6 5.0 yes FMC TC E DM 3.9 3.8 3.0 3.2 3.8 3.8
Zeiss Conquest Compact 10 25 $380 7.1 roof 285 14.0 18.0 4.7 3.8 yes FMC F CC M 4.0 3.9 3.8 3.9 4.0 3.8

Leupold Cascades 8 42 $250 22.9 Porro 341 18.0 9.9 5.5 5.5 yes MC T FK 3 M 2.2 3.0 4.3 4.3 4.0 3.8
Pentax Pentax DCF HRc 10 42 $299 22.2 roof 315 18.0 8.2 5.7 5.2 yes FMC TC FK D 4.1 3.9 3.0 3.2 3.8 3.7
Alpen Teton 84 8 42 $599 26.5 roof 383 17.0 8.2 6.0 5.0 yes FMC TC E M 3.1 2.9 3.8 3.9 3.9 3.7
Alpen Model 496 8.5 50 $330 28.0 roof 290 20.0 16.0 7.0 5.0 yes FMC TC E C 3.9 3.9 3.4 3.5 3.8 3.6
Canon Image Stabilizer 12 36 $579 31.4 Porro 262 15.0 12.0 6.9 5.0 no MC F E M 3.1 3.9 3.0 3.1 3.9 3.6
Canon Image Stabilizer 10 30 $359 22.0 Porro 314 14.5 13.8 5.9 5.0 no MC F E M 3.1 3.9 3.0 3.1 3.9 3.5
Steiner Wildlife Pro 10.5 28 $299 11.0 roof 264 13.0 8.5 5.5 4.5 yes FMC F E C 2.9 2.9 2.1 2.3 4.0 3.4
Steiner Merlin 8 42 $469 27.0 roof 342 19.0 6.9 6.4 5.2 yes MC F E C 2.1 2.9 2.9 3.1 3.7 3.4
Steiner Merlin 8 32 $429 20.0 roof 336 15.0 8.9 5.5 5.2 yes MC F E C 3.0 3.0 2.9 3.0 3.4 3.3
Steiner Merlin 10 42 $499 25.0 roof 274 18.0 7.9 6.4 5.2 yes MC F E C 2.1 2.0 2.9 3.0 3.7 3.3
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LEGEND
The chart is sorted by
Overall Quality, with best
scores at the top.
Mag: magnification
Obj: diameter of 
objective lens
Street Price: what a
buyer has to pay, 
estimated
Field of View: in feet,
at 1,000 yards
Coatings:
MC = multi coated
FMC = fully multi coated 
Eyecup Style:
T = twist-up eyecups
T C = twist-up with clicks
P = push-pull eyecups
F = fold-down eyecups
Diopter Location:
E = on eyepiece
CF = on far end of 
central column
CC = on close end of 
central column
FK = with focus knob
Diopter Indicators:
M = marks
D = detents
DM = detents and marks
C = center point only
shown on diopter
Optical Quality:
composite subjective 
evaluation 
Highest = 5. Lowest = 1

Fit & Feel: composite
subjective evaluation
Highest = 5. Lowest = 1

Focus Knob: compos-
ite subjective evaluation
Highest = 5. Lowest = 1

Diopter Quality:
composite subjective 
evaluation. 
Highest = 5. Lowest = 1

Eyecup Quality:
composite subjective 
evaluation. 
Highest = 5. Lowest = 1

Overall Quality:
based 1/2 on optical 
quality, 1/2 on ergonomic
characteristics

Midpriced Binoculars Comparison



mean the lifetime of the original
owner, but only so long as that person
owns the binoculars. To some manu-
facturers, “lifetime warranty” is the
lifetime of the product, which can be
as long as the product is being manu-
factured or can mean for a certain
number of years after production
ceases. 

Some warranties are written on
paper and come with the product.
Some are described on the manufac-
turers’ websites. Other warranties
might be best described as an oral tra-
dition. That is, the stated warranty is
cautious and not overly generous, but
the manufacturers say they actually
do better by their customers than
their warranties would indicate. For
example, many warranties state that
they cover only manufacturers’
defects of materials or workmanship.
However, spokespeople for many
companies insist that their service
departments usually or often provide
repairs at no charge, even when the
damage results from a mishap that
was not caused by the manufacturer.
Or they claim that they will provide
service to a secondary owner even
though the warranty is officially not

transferable. (On the chart, “maybe”
means that the manufacturer decides
on a case-by-case basis whether to
charge for the service and how
much.)

Some will fix the alignment if
needed. A few manufacturers actually
warrant their binoculars against all
accidental mishaps except loss and
theft. Some let the warranty reside
with the binoculars, so that the cur-
rent owner is covered, regardless of
whether the binoculars were pur-
chased new or used.

The warranties chart can give you
an idea of what kind of warranty to
expect for a prospective pair of
binoculars. However, if yours are
damaged, it’s worth calling the com-
pany and asking what they can do for
you even if the warranty doesn’tim-
ply that the needed service is cov-
ered. You might be pleasantly sur-
prised.

Binoculars of Note
There is not enough space to give

every binocular model its own review.
Many of those we surveyed deserve to
be noticed. But we did single out a
few that offer something special. 
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Alpen All in survey Limited Lifetime No limit yes yes maybe no $15
Warranty

Bushnell Elite2, Infinity Limited Lifetime No limit yes no no no $10
Warranty

Canon Image Stabilizer Limited Warranty 3 years yes maybe no no $0

Carson  XM-832HD No-fault No limit yes yes yes yes $0

Celestron Regal LX, Noble No-Fault No limit yes yes yes yes $25

Eagle Optics Ranger SRT Platinum Protection No limit yes yes yes yes $0

Fujinon HB Lifetime Warranty Lifetime of yes no no no $0
original owner

Kowa All in survey Lifetime of the 10 yrs after yes no no yes $0
product manufacturing ends

Leica All in survey Passport Lifetime of yes yes yes no $35
Protection Plan original owner

Leupold All in survey Green Ring Limited Lifetime of yes yes no no $0
Lifetime Warranty original owner

Minox All in survey Lifetime Warranty Lifetime of yes maybe maybe maybe $0
original owner

Nikon Monarch Nikon NoFault 25 years yes yes yes yes $10 +  
Warranty S&H

Pentax All in survey No-worry Lifetime Lifetime of yes yes yes no $19.95
original owner

Steiner Steiner Merlin 10 year warranty yes no no no $0

Steiner Steiner Wildlife Pro 30 year warranty yes no no no $0

Swarovski All in survey Limited Lifetime Life of & as long   yes no no yes $0
Warranty as is owned

Swift Audubon, Eglet Swift 25-year 25 years yes no no maybe ?
Warranty

Vortex All in survey Vortex VIP Warranty No limit yes yes yes yes $0

Zeiss All in survey Limited Lifetime As long as   yes yes no yes $0
Transferable Warranty Zeiss exists
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Defects: Warranted against manufacturer’s defects of materials or workmanship
Alignment: Will manufacturer repair alignment problems that arise through use of binoculars?
Accident: Will manufacturer repair damage caused by accidents, even if the fault of owner?
Transferable: Does warranty stay in effect when binoculars are sold or given to subsequent owner?
Fee: Amount that must be sent in with binoculars for warranty service
Maybe: Manufacturer indicates that decision is made on case-by-case basis

Canon Image Stabilizer
10x30 and 12x36

Canon brings to binoculars the same shake-can-
celing technology that revolutionized telephoto
camera lenses. Push a button near the central focus
knob, and your hand-shake goes away. The image
floats instead of jumps, and details that were
blurred by motion come back into view. Pure
magic. 

They have a smooth-turning, well-placed focus
knob, surprisingly good eye relief, and excellent
optics. They require two AA batteries for their sta-
bilization to function, but you can still see through
them even with dead batteries—just not stabilized.

Canon Image
Stabilizer

10x30 and 12x36

Warranties



for which there is no difference in price. The leather version is slightly narrower,
because the leather is thinner than the rubber. The optics are identical in both
cases. It’s available in 8x20 and 10x25. (Most of our reviewers preferred the
shorter length of the 8x20.) 

Leupold Katmai
The Leupold Katmai 6x32 is a little gem. It has a wonderful build quality,

and it fits a large range of hand sizes. Everybody loved it. It’s a cargo-pocket or
purse-sized pair of binoculars, quite compact for its
32mm objectives. It has that big-picture effect,
combining both long eye relief (18.2mm) and a
wide (425 feet) field of view. It received very high
ratings (4.5) for optical quality.

If you push the twist-click eyecups in slightly
when extended, they lock to preserve the setting—a
nice touch. The Katmai 6x32 focuses as close as
4.9 feet, and you can push the barrels close enough
together to make the images overlap even at that 
distance.

It got an overall score of 4.4, putting it alongside
much more expensive binoculars. The street price is
a modest $289.99, making it clearly a best buy can-

didate. The Leupold
Katmai is also avail-
able in 8x32 and 10x32 versions.

Minox HG
Minox binoculars used to be made by Leica—

they were Leica’s second line, at lower prices than
the top products. But in 2001 Minox became an
independent company and started producing top-
quality binoculars that now compete with Leica
for a share of the high-end market. The new
Minox HG series includes outstanding binocu-
lars, a few of which fit (barely) into our mid-
priced array. We looked at the Minox HG 8x33
and the 8.5x43, each of which can be found for
less than $800. Other sizes are available at some-
what higher prices.

In our optical quality tests, the Minox HGs were unexcelled. They also have
some of the nicest-feeling engineering and smoothest-turning focus knobs
we’ve found in any make. The addition of a distance scale on the focus knob
(made possible because the wheel turns less than one full rotation in going from
closest to most distant) gives the HG binocular the unique function of acting as a
range meter. 

Neither of the two midpriced Canons we tested was waterproof, but a higher-
priced 10x42 model is. Weighing in at 31.4 ounces (without batteries), the
12x36 Canon IS is among the heaviest of the binoculars we studied. 

Their odd shape makes them stand out from rest of the roof-prism crowd,
and this fact may have skewed their overall quality score downward more than
they deserved. You set the interpupillary distance by rotating the offset eye-
pieces. The eyecups are the old-fashioned, fold-down rubber design, which also
lost them points. And we’re not sure how their high-tech innards would hold up
to the heavy use birders would give them, or how well they would maintain
their alignment after a fall. However the Canon IS binoculars can do something
that no other binoculars can—let a person hand-hold a 12-power pair of binocu-
lars. They are the Shrek of binoculars—big, green, and funny looking but with
remarkable and quite useful powers.

Eagle Optics Ranger SRT 8x42
We rated these binoculars a best buy at the

$299.95 street price. They have excellent eye relief
(19.5mm) for glasses wearers, very close focus (5.2
feet), and twist-up eyecups with good detents. We
found the focus knob flawlessly smooth and free
from slack. The binoculars feel good in the hand.

Optical quality is quite good, well toward the top
of the pack at a 4.4. Considering that the highest
optical quality rating was a 4.8, that’s a pretty good
score. The Ranger scored 9th in overall ratings, a
great performance considering the price. Anyone on
a budget would do well to take a close look at an
Eagle Optics Ranger. It comes in a great range of
magnifications and sizes.

Leica Ultravid Compacts
These tiny binoculars were great favorites among our testers, who extolled

the Leica Ultravid Compacts’bright, supremely sharp images. They actually
have outstanding eye relief, despite published eye relief of only 16mm. They let

even a glasses wearer see an amazingly full, rich
image, rivaling a top-end full-sized binocular.

Thumb and forefinger naturally fall on the silky-
smooth focus knob, making the glasses easy to
focus with great precision. The locking diopter
adjustment is easy to see and precise to set, one of
the most elegant designs of any binoculars in the
study.

The Ultravid Compacts have two hinges, allow-
ing them to fold up extremely small. The 8x20 fits
neatly in a shirt pocket. Each size comes in a rub-
ber-armored model and a leather-covered version,
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Leica
Ultravid Compacts

8x20

Leupold
Katmai
6x32

Minox
HG Series

8x33 

Eagle Optics
Ranger SRT

8x42



The central focus wheel also serves as the easy-to-turn, locking diopter
adjustment wheel. The eyecups, with gentle detents, twist out with unusual
smoothness and precision. Eye relief for glasses wearers is excellent, as is the
optical quality. Several of our testers remarked that the HG gave a nice feeling in
the hand. We judged it to be a great buy for someone looking at the upper end of
the midpriced field, for quality comparable to the high-end binoculars.

Nikon Monarch 8x36 and 10x42 
The Nikon Monarch is another best-buy

choice. The 10x42 rated 4.3 overall, and the
8x36 a 4.2, and yet they have a street price of
only $319.95 and $249.95, respectively.

Optical quality rating was 4.3 on the 10x42
and 4.2 on the 8x36. These are quite good scores
considering the prices. Both models have good
ergonomics and seem light and well balanced.
Both got an excellent score of 4.7 for focus knob
quality. They have a barrel design that bulges
out gently in the middle, helping them fit com-
fortably into the palm of the hand. The Nikon
Monarch is also available in 8x42, 10x36,
10x56, 12x56, and 8.5x56.

Pentax DCF ED 8x32
These binoculars stand out for their excellent

optical quality. Our testers commented admiringly
about the DCF ED’s locking diopter adjustment,
twist-ups eyecups with indents, perfectly smooth
focus knob and central hinge, and tethered, unlos-
able objective lens covers. (In case you don’t like
having the lens covers dangling off the end of the
binocular, you can easily remove them.)

The DCF ED works well with glasses, even if
you wear aviator-type glasses that are large and
ride far from your face—you don’t lose the outer
part of the image with these binoculars. Pentax’s
Extra Low Dispersion glass, which incorporates
the rare-earth element lanthanum, is designed to
provide extremely pure colors and sharp images.
The DCF ED is available in the usual range of
magnification and objective lens size. One of them, the 8x32, just makes it
into the top of our $300 to $800 price range.
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Vortex Razor 
Vortex Razor is the top model from Vortex

Optics. Its body style features the hollow bridge
made famous by the revered Swarovski EL
binoculars. Because your fingers can wrap
around one of the barrels and fit down into the
hollow, it’s possible to hold and focus the binoc-
ular with one hand, leaving your other hand
free. The Razor enjoys numerous details that
make top binoculars tops, such as its precise
locking diopter adjustment. Other desirable fea-
tures include twist-up eyecups with many close-
ly spaced detents that let you instantly dial
exactly the degree of eye relief you need every
time.

Look through a Vortex Razor, and you’re
immersed in big, bright, clear image. Of all the midpriced binoculars we
tested, none excelled the Vortex Razor for optical quality. This model would
probably have won the top overall rating if its focus knob had been
smoother. The Razor is available in 8x42, 10x42, 10x50, and 8.5x50. We
looked only at the 8x42 version. 

Conclusion
Affordable binocular quality is improving fast. We found that we could reach

almost anywhere on our midpriced test tables and get good optics and decent
ergonomics. But let’s cut to the chase. Is there really any reason to spend close to
$2,000 for  top-of-the-line binoculars? 

We did find that the top-end binoculars were brighter, sharper, and better at
resolving detail in deep shadows than any of the midpriced choices tested. The
higher quality was perceptible. If we had to use the same scale to rate the Zeiss
Victory FL, for example, we would have to give it an optical quality score of at
least 6. 

But the difference is not as great as it was a few years ago. The midpriced
binoculars have come a long way toward catching up with the royals at the top
of binoculars society. And we did find some good buys in this price range, where
optical quality, good ergonomics, and relatively low price all came together in
one pair of binoculars. Good news for the birder on a limited budget! Overall,
we were amazed at how good midpriced binoculars have become.a

Michael and Diane Porter are avid bird watchers who operate the web-
site birdwatching.com.
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Desperate ly Seeking Binos 
by Ken Rosenberg 

I n search of the best  and the br ightest  binoculars for birding 

Click here to view the binocular com parison table  

I f you’re in the m arket  for new binoculars these days, 
chances are you’re confused by the bewildering array of 
m akes and m odels available in nearly every pr ice range. 
I ndeed, when we set  out  to conduct  this binocular 
review–our first  in more than three years–we were 
unprepared for the onslaught  of opt ics that  arr ived at  the 
Lab of Ornithology. We ended up with 61 pairs, and som e 
m anufacturers didn’t  even respond to our request  for test  
products. This proliferat ion of new m odels reflects the 
st iff com pet it ion in the top-of- the- line m arkets as well as 
the budget  categories, brought  about  by several savvy 
com panies entering this formerly stagnant  field and by 
the t rem endous boom  in recreat ional birding during the 
past  decade. 

To help sort  through this m orass of glass, I  gathered 
together 10 cert ified Lab of Ornithology bird-heads, 
ranging in abilit y from  novice and casual birders to three m em bers of the 
Sapsuckers, the Lab’s do-or-die World Series of Birding team . Reviewing opt ics is 
largely a subject ive exercise, and our panel included som e of the m ost  opinionated 
birders I  know. I  m yself br ing certain biases to this review, which I  will 
sham elessly share. I ’ve been birding for roughly 40 years, and for m ore than half 
this t im e I ’ve worn eyeglasses. As a professional ornithologist  and fanat ical birder, 
I ’ve always dem anded the highest -quality opt ics. For m any years, I  suffered the 
tunnel-vision im age inflicted by binoculars that  were poorly designed for the 
seeing- im paired. I t ’s also no secret  that  a certain Aust r ian opt ical inst rum ents 
m anufacturer captured m y at tent ion during our 1995 review. The com pany, 
Swarovski Opt ik, has since becom e sponsor of the Sapsuckers, bestowing upon us 
the best  binoculars and scopes it  produces. I  m ust  adm it  that  I  entered this review 
wondering if anything out  there could beat  m y Swarovski 10x50 SLCs. 

How to choose binoculars:  What ’s your bot tom  line? 

When you’re shopping for binoculars, it ’s im portant  to consider the kinds of birding 
you enjoy m ost  as well as the cash resources you’re willing to expend. For m ost  
people, pr ice is an im portant  lim it ing factor and, as with m ost  high- tech toys, pr ice 
largely sets the lim its on quality and other features. For exam ple, less-expensive 
binoculars are rarely very durable or waterproof, and som e of them  produce such 

Master opt ical reviewer 
Ken Rosenberg poses with 
a few of the m any worthy 
binoculars sent  to us by 
eager m anufacturers.
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a poor im age they’ll cause severe eyest rain if you look through them  too long. 
With vir tually all of the m odels we tested, pr ice was an excellent  predictor of 
overall quality, as assessed by our reviewers. But  one of the refreshing surprises 
for us was the array of decent  binoculars in the m id-  and low-priced categories, 
which shows that  m anufacturers are finally r ising to the challenge of producing 
good birding opt ics at  an affordable pr ice.  

I n general, however, I  recommend spending as m uch as you can afford on 
binoculars. Consider the following points:  (1)  I t ’s a m yth that  beginning birders (or 
older children)  should start  with inexpensive binoculars. Using high-quality opt ics 
r ight  away will enhance your enjoym ent  and speed up your abilit y to learn m ore 
about  birds. This could m ake the difference between som eone becom ing a lifelong 
birder or a confirm ed nonbirder who gets an instant  m igraine headache at  the 
sight  of binoculars;  (2)  Dropping a m int  on binos m ay not  be a bad investm ent–
m ost  top-of- the line m odels are pract ically indest ruct ible, come with lifet im e 
warrant ies, and may be the only binoculars you’ll ever need to buy. 

Other factors to consider, in addit ion to pr ice, include 
m agnificat ion, weight , overall im age quality, field of 
v iew, and m inim um  close- focus distance. Most  of these 
factors present  t radeoffs–that  is, m aking 
im provem ents in one factor usually entails m aking 
sacrifices in another. For exam ple, if you dem and high-
quality lenses and a wide field of view, the binoculars 
you buy will m ost  likely be very heavy. Conversely, if 
you go for a lightweight  com pact  or even m idsized 
m odel, you’ll generally get  a narrower and dim mer 
im age, part icular ly when viewing in low light .  

Surprisingly, no relat ionship appears to exist  between 
the field of view and the m inim um  close- focus distance 
of a given binocular, although remarkably few models 
are designed with both features in m ind. Also, for 
alm ost  any given binocular design, the 7x or 8x m odels 

alm ost  always have a wider field of view, br ighter image, and closer focus distance 
than the com parable 10x m odels. I t  is no longer t rue, however, that  10x 
binoculars m ust  always be heavier than m odels with less m agnificat ion. Am ong 
m any top-of- the- line brands, the loss of field or br ightness in 10x binoculars is 
barely discernible and is probably com pensated for by the greater detail and 
resolut ion that  the increased m agnificat ion provides. 

I n the m id-  and high-pr iced categories, our reviewers preferred roof-pr ism  over 
Porro-prism  binoculars, even when the Porro-prism  binoculars weighed less. I n 
case you’re not  sure which design is which, Porro-prism  binoculars are easy to 
dist inguish because their  ocular (eyepiece)  lenses are m uch closer together than 
their object ive ( front )  lenses. (These are the com m on binoculars you’ve seen 
everywhere since you were a kid.)  With roof-pr ism  binoculars, the eyepieces are 

A variety of cert ified Lab 
bird-heads, ranging from  
beginning birders to 
professional ornithologists, 
took part  in our latest  
binocular evaluat ions. The 
binocular features chart  
reflects their combined 
opt ical wisdom . 
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direct ly in line with the object ive lenses. Porro-prism  binoculars tend to cost  less 
than com parable roof-pr ism  binoculars, but  they’re usually heavier, bulkier, and 
less resistant  to water. Just  to confuse the issue, there’s a third binocular 
category:  the reverse-Porro-prism , in which the standard Porro-prism  design is 
inverted, placing the object ive lenses closer together than the eyepieces. This is a 
com m on design in com pact  binoculars. 

Our reviewers also tended to favor 10x m odels over com parable lower-
m agnificat ion m odels. One of our binocular testers (a crazed Sapsucker team  
m em ber)  declared that  10x m agnificat ion was a m ust , the only other considerat ion 
being to get  the widest  possible field of view. For others, a com fortable feel and 
m oderate weight  were all- im portant . My own bias (and you’ve heard this before)  is 
also toward higher power. As a teenager, I  inherited a pair of World War I I —
vintage Zeiss 15x50s (why don’t  they m ake those anym ore?) , and I ’ve been 
hooked on high-power binoculars ever since. The ext ra detail I  can pick out  on 
everything from  the eagle-shaped speck high overhead to the antwren rum m aging 
in the rainforest  canopy to the sparrow popping up in the bushes 20 feet  away far 
outweighs the slight  reduct ion in br ightness or field of view.  

On the other hand, m y brother, who is a professional bird- tour leader and is as 
blind as I  am , prefers 7x binoculars, so I  begrudgingly acknowledge that  other 
opinions exist . Note also that  I  don’t  recom mend buying low-budget  10x 
binoculars. I t ’s far easier for a m anufacturer to produce a decent  inexpensive 7x 
binocular than a 10x m odel, and any opt ical flaws in a low-cost  inst rum ent  will 
only be m agnified by the increased power. With budget  binoculars, get t ing the 
m axim um  quality (acceptable im age and field of view)  usually requires going with 
7x or 8x at  the m ost . 

To choose the best  binoculars for your needs, there’s absolutely no subst itute for 
test ing a variety of m odels yourself. As I  watched our reviewers frolic in the piles 
of opt ics, I  was st ruck by the am azing diversity in their  hand sizes, face shapes, 
and gripping styles–all cont r ibut ing to a wide range of subject ive rat ings. For som e 
reviewers, even the highest -pr iced m odels just  didn’t  f it  r ight . People who had a 
narrow interpupillary distance ( the space between the pupils of their  eyes) , for 
exam ple, found that  the barrels of some models could not  be moved close enough 
together to produce a single im age. Or the focus wheel was placed awkwardly for 
their  fingers, or the thum b grips were in the wrong place.  

Another reason to test  binoculars in a store is to evaluate the quality cont rol–
som et im es a great  deal of variat ion exists in the quality of individual binoculars, 
especially in the low-priced m odels. I t ’s not  that  unusual for an inexpensive 
binocular to be out  of alignm ent  r ight  out  of the box. This m eans that  you should 
avoid ordering binoculars sight  unseen from  catalogs or m agazines unless you 
know exact ly what  you want  beforehand and the com pany you deal with has an 
acceptable policy for returning or exchanging substandard m erchandise. 

Addit ional t ips for bespectacled birders (or com plaints about  rubber eyecups)  
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I f,  like me, you no longer dare to venture afield without  wearing eyeglasses, 
choosing binoculars entails som e special challenges. I f you bird with eyeglasses, 
pay special at tent ion to the eyeglass rat ings in our table. Also, it  is doubly 
im portant  for you to test  before you buy. Even the brightest , sharpest  opt ics m ay 
provide a dismal, tunnel-vision view for you. The good news is that  nearly all 
binoculars are m ore eyeglass- fr iendly now than they were even five years ago. 
Som e m anufacturers seem  to pay m ore at tent ion to eye relief and eyecup design 
than others, however, m aking m e wonder if the engineers at  som e com panies 
wear glasses and others do not . For example, although fold-down rubber eyecups 
are now standard issue, som e m anufacturers apparent ly don’t  expect  them  to be 
used. Som e of the rubber cups were too st iff to fold back easily (Zeiss Night  Owls) , 
while others were too pliable and difficult  to keep sym m etr ical (Swift  Ult ra Lites) . 
And with m any binoculars, the rain guard won’t  fit  if the eyecups are rolled down. 
I n a few cases, the eyecups sim ply wouldn’t  stay down and kept  rudely popping up 
in m y face. I n addit ion, som e eyecups were so deep that  when I  folded them  down 
there was too m uch eye relief, m aking it  im possible to form  an im age without  the 
edges blacking out . Finally, if you need to switch frequent ly between the up and 
down posit ions ( for exam ple, to accom m odate a non-eyeglass-wearing spouse) , 
fold-down eyecups are a real pain–even during our review som e of these eyecups 
showed signs of cracking. 

Several opt ical m anufacturers (such as Leica, Pentax, and Fuj inon)  solved the 
problem  by designing eyecups that  pop easily up and down instead of folding. 
Most  eyeglass wearers find these eyecups far superior to the fold-down type, but  
non-eyeglass-wearers com plain that  they som et im es snap down unexpectedly. A 
further innovat ion is the turn-and- lock eyecups used by Swarovski and also by 
Nikon in their  new roof-pr ism  binoculars. These are fantast ic. Not  only do they 
stay where you want  them , but  you can adjust  them  to get  exact ly the r ight  eye 
relief for your glasses. For exam ple, when I  tested the Swarovski 10x42s, I  turned 
the cups slight ly back from  the fully lowered posit ion to avoid blackout  on the 
edges. I  even know som e non-eyeglass wearers who turn their  cups half-way 
down to get  a wider field of view. My clear m essage to shoppers as well as 
m anufacturers is to go for the turn-and- lock eyecups;  you’ll never go back to the 
fold-down style. 

Using the table 

I n the table on pages 32—33 [ Click here to view table] , we init ially grouped the 61 
m odels into pr ice categories, ranging from  the top guns, pr iced at  $700 or m ore, 
to budget  models, cost ing $200 or less. Two caut ionary notes:  (1)  The 
m anufacturers’ suggested retail pr ices are usually m uch higher than the actual 
pr ices you’ll find in stores or catalogs, and the allowable pr ice m arkdowns vary 
great ly from  com pany to com pany;  (2)  Som e vir tually ident ical binoculars are sold 
under m ore than one brand nam e, and their  retail pr ices often differ significant ly. 
For exam ple, Swift  Ult ra Lite look-alikes appear under the Celest ron nam e at  Wild 
Birds Unlim ited stores and again as Eagle Opt ics Voyagers. The Eagle Opt ics 
Ranger series binoculars are essent ially the same models as Swift  Eaglets and 
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Celest ron Regals. I n the case of the m odels "manufactured" by Eagle Opt ics (m any 
of which are actually built  by Celest ron) , the pr ices reflect  those of a discount  
retailer rather than m ore typical m anufacturers’ suggested retail pr ices–which is 
great  for binocular shoppers but  m akes it  t r icky for us to m ake direct  com parisons 
based on pr ice categories. 

Each m odel listed in the table was weighed (with the st rap on)  on the sam e scale 
by Living Bird editor- in-chief Tim  Gallagher, and I  personally m easured all 
m inim um -close- focus distances and fields of view. To accom plish the lat ter, I  
stood 15 feet  from  a tape m easure m ounted on a wall at  eye level and recorded 
the width of the visible field, both with m y glasses on and without  them . This 
m easure, although undoubtedly correlated to the " feet  at  1,000 yards" figure 
frequent ly cited, is, I  hope, m ore relevant  for birders–field of view is m ost ly a 
factor when a bird pops up quickly close to you or in dense vegetat ion. 

I  t r ied to capture as m uch of the subject ive nature of this review as possible in the 
table. I  asked each reviewer to provide four rat ings for each model tested. The 
first  three were rated on a scale of 1 to 5 (with 1 being excellent  and 5 being poor)  
and included "overall im age,"  which took into account  sharpness, br ightness, 
center- to-edge focus, and other viewing qualit ies;  " feel,"  which rated the 
ergonom ics, weight , ease of focus, diopter adjustm ent , and other handling 
qualit ies;  and "eyeglass fr iendliness" ( if the reviewer was an eyeglass wearer) , 
rat ing the degree of tunnel vision the part icular binoculars caused, the quality of 
the eyecups, and so on. For the fourth m easure, each reviewer ranked the m odels 
within each price category in term s of how likely he or she was to actually buy 
them . The num bers in the table are average rat ings or ranks, based on the six to 
eight  reviewers who tested each m odel. For exam ple, in the m idpriced category 
the 12 m odels were given ranks from  1 to 12, and the averages of these ranks 
ranged from  3.2 to 9.4. 

Top guns 

The com pet it ion is fierce in this top-of- the- line category. Only a decade ago, just  
one or two m odels dom inated the ent ire market . Today, more than 20 binoculars 
vie for the at tent ion of serious birders, offer ing superb opt ics, a wide range of 
designs and styles, and a host  of innovat ive new features. I f any of these bins 
ended up on your next  bir thday gift  list , you couldn’t  go wrong. But  hey, for that  
kind of m oney you m ight  as well be picky, and am ong our reviewers opinions were 
fly ing around like a covey of flushed quail. The rat ings for feel and style were 
based largely on the personal preference of each reviewer, but  several im portant  
dist inct ions cam e to light . With few differences in opt ical quality to worry about , 
your choice will probably depend m ore on factors such as weight , power, field of 
view, and close- focus distance. For the lat ter two factors, you m ay want  to 
com pare the various m odels in the table, to select  the r ight  com binat ion to suit  
your needs. 

I n term s of pure im age quality, the or iginal Zeiss 7x42s st ill reign, along with all of 
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the full-  and "oversized" Swarovskis, Zeiss Night  Owls, and the new Nikon 
Venturers. The view of even an ordinary m ale Mallard on Sapsucker Woods pond 
through any of these binoculars is sim ply breathtaking. The Leicas we tested, 
although sim ilar in design to the Swarovskis, seem ed slight ly less br ight  and cr isp 
than their  counterparts, except  for the m idsized 8x32s. For close- focus capabilit y, 
nothing beat  the Bausch and Lom b Elites, although the Nikon Venturers were 
close. I f you really do watch but terflies, or need to exam ine your toes at  close 
range, the Elites are probably your best  choice, even though their im age quality is 
not  quite equal to that  of the others in this category. And for widest  field of v iew, 
Zeiss far outdid its com pet itors with both the older 7x42 and the new 7x45 
models. 

I f you’re after the absolutely highest  quality 10x binoculars available, in m y 
opinion it ’s now a tossup between the Swarovski 10x50s and the Nikon Venturer 
10x42s. When a Swarovski representat ive handed m e a pair of the nearly 3-pound 
10x50s last  year at  Cape May, my react ion was "no way would I  ever carry these."  
Then, when a box arr ived at  m y office and I  focused on the chickadees and House 
Finches outside m y window, I  knew instant ly that  I  could never go back to my 
lighter 10x42s. I  can honest ly say that  after 40 years of birding, these binoculars 
give m e the finest , cr ispest  im age I  can im agine and definitely the widest  10x field 
of view available for eyeglass wearers. I f you value your vertebrae, however, I  st ill 
would not  recom m end carrying these behem oths around your neck. The 
com parable Leica 10x50s, although opt ically excellent , are not  as well designed for 
use with eyeglasses and give m e an unacceptable tunnel-vision im age.  

I  eagerly reached for the much-acclaim ed Nikon Venturers as soon as they 
arr ived–and I  was not  disappointed. The im age they provided was vir tually 
ident ical to that  of the Swarovskis, and the field of view was only slight ly 
narrower. When I  focused them  down to 8 1/ 2 feet , I  was t ruly im pressed. These 
binoculars weigh 25 percent  less than m y Swarovskis, and they felt  so good in m y 
hands, I  found m yself reaching for the Nikons whenever I  spot ted a bird. Then one 
evening I  went  looking for Short -eared Owls in som e nearby fields and scanned 
with the Nikons unt il nearly dark. About  the t im e I  could no longer m ake out  a 
cornstalk against  the snow, I  reached for the Swarovskis and was am azed at  their  
br ightness. The 10x50s allowed m e to scan for five full m inutes longer than I  could 
with the Nikons (but  I  st ill couldn’t  find any owls) . So under these ext rem e 
condit ions, the Swarovskis did outperform  the Nikons–and this could be cr it ical if 
you’re t rying to m ake out  a Piping Plover on its nest  on a New Jersey beach at  
11: 00 p.m . during the World Series of Birding. But  I  believe that  Nikon has set  a 
new standard by offer ing a superb im age in a m uch fr iendlier package, and I  hope 
that  other m anufacturers will take up the challenge and cont inue to develop bet ter 
and bet ter binoculars. 

Across all of the full-  and oversized m odels, these Nikon 10x42 Venturers were 
clearly the top choice among our reviewers. The com binat ion of ext ra-cr isp im age, 
moderate weight , wonderful feel, turn-and- lock eyecups, and excellent  close-
focusing capabilit y allows these binoculars to buck the recent  t rend toward 
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r idiculously heavy opt ics. Our reviewers didn’t  like the highly touted Nikon 
Superior E Porro pr ism s as m uch, however. The Swarovski 10x m odels ranked 
next  in term s of overall rat ings, followed by the old standby Zeiss 10x40s and 
7x42s. I n spite of their  except ionally br ight  and wide field of view, the Zeiss Night  
Owls did not  achieve a high ranking;  our reviewers were cr it ical of their  ext rem e 
weight , poor balance, and st iff rubber eyecups. Our advice to Zeiss is to sim ply 
modernize their t r ied-and- t rue m odels–as one reviewer stated:  "Opt ically, the 
7x42s are st ill top dog in m y m ind. I  just  wish they would m ake a m ore 
ergonom ically designed housing and elim inate the external focus."  At  a suggested 
retail pr ice of $800, these binoculars are a steal. Another disappointm ent  was the 
Swarovski 8x56s, which weighed in at  a neck-aching 46.5 ounces, had a narrow 
tunnel view, and, with a m inim um  close focus of 20 feet , seem ed to represent  a 
m ove in the wrong direct ion for a com pany that  has otherwise paid close at tent ion 
to the desires of birders. 

When we separately considered the six m idsized m odels, the Leica 8x32s were 
clear favorites, with a very sharp im age and nice feel (a bit  rem iniscent  of their  
predecessors, the beloved old Leitz Tr inovids) . The Swarovski 8x30s and 7x30s 
are opt ically sim ilar to the Leicas, but  their  awkward design forces you to focus 
with your r ing finger or pinky. St ill,  if you wear glasses, these Swarovski 
binoculars provide less of a tunnel-view im age, and they have the superior turn-
and- lock eyecups, m aking them  a bet ter choice.  

All in all,  these m idsized m odels offer superb opt ical quality at  about  half the size 
and weight  of their  larger counterparts, and they m ay represent  the perfect  
com prom ise if a wide, br ight  field is not  your most  im portant  considerat ion. 

Mid-  and Low-priced choices 

Okay, enough talk about  all those binoculars that  you can’t  really afford. I f you’re 
looking for good binoculars at  very reasonable pr ices, there is finally a range of 
solid opt ions. Although no single model stood out  in the m id-priced category, our 
reviewers were im pressed with the Fuj inon and Kowa binoculars, as well as the 
Swift  Eaglets and Celest ron Regals. All of these offer roof-pr ism  design and very 
good im age quality. The Fuj inons have snapping eyecups and an overall feel like 
the highest -pr iced m odels. I  personally liked the Celest ron Regal 10x50s best–
although they’re not  quite up to the opt ical quality of the top guns, their  wide field 
of view, short  m inim um  close focus (about  8 feet ) , fully sealed and waterproof 
body, and sleek, lightweight  feel were im pressive. These binoculars are also 
m arketed as Eagle Opt ics Rangers, and they’re a phenom enal bargain at  one- third 
the pr ice of m y Swarovskis. Swift  Ult ra Lites, which not  long ago ruled the 
m idpriced market , no longer rate as highly as these other m odels in terms of 
im age quality or feel. 

I n the $200 to $400 range, the Ranger 7x36s by Eagle Opt ics were clearly the first  
choice of our reviewers. These binoculars are waterproof, provide a sharp im age, 
and their pr ice is unbeatable, m aking them  probably the best  buy of the ent ire lot . 
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The other Eagle Opt ics m odels we tested were also superior to anything else in 
this category. Som ewhat  disappoint ing were the Zeiss 8x30s, which did not  live up 
to the com pany’s fine reputat ion and standards but  are st ill a decent  choice within 
this pr ice range. Both Optolyth sam ples we tested were badly out  of alignm ent , 
cont r ibut ing to their  low rankings and m aking us wonder about  quality cont rol. The 
im age provided by the Pentax 10x50s seem ed darker than that  of other 10x50s, 
plus they were poorly balanced and couldn’t  focus closer than about  18 feet . 

Budget  bargains and com pacts 

I n the under $200 category, the Eagle Opt ics Ranger 8x32 was the top choice, 
followed by the Eagle Opt ics Voyager 8x42 and the two Nikon m odels. These all 
offer an acceptable im age for general birding and are a vast  improvem ent  over the 
majority of budget  models we’ve tested in the past . The Nikon Naturalist  I V gave 
the best  view with m y eyeglasses on and an incredibly wide field without  glasses. 
At  the bot tom  of the list , the Celest ron Enduros elicited visible pain on the faces of 
the reviewers–I  wouldn’t  wish these on any beginning birder. 

All but  one of the com pact  m odels we tested fell in the budget  pr ice range. The 
one except ion, Bausch and Lom b’s 7x26 Custom  Com pact , is st ill the only com pact  
m odel I ’d recom mend for birding. I ’m  always am azed when I  look through these. 
Their sharp, br ight  im age and surprisingly wide field of view (even with glasses 
on)  are roughly equal to those of the com pany’s m uch larger and pricier 8x42 
Elites. Our reviewers’ second choice was split  between the Nikon Diplom at  8x23s 
and Eagle Opt ics Voyager 8x25s, which both perform ed m uch bet ter than the 
rem aining com pacts. I f you like com pacts and don’t  wear glasses, the Voyagers 
are certainly the best  buy in their  pr ice range;  in fact , in term s of im age quality 
and feel, these surpassed m any of the low-  and even m id-priced m odels. They also 
m ay be a perfect  choice for kids. 

The final word 

I  applaud the m any opt ical m anufacturers who provided such a wide range of 
binoculars in every size, shape, and price range. I  know there are quite a few 
other m odels out  there that  we didn’t  test , but  we’ll t ry to cover m any of them  in 
future "Crit ics’ Corner"  columns. My final words of advice to binocular shoppers are 
these:  (1)  Determ ine your spending lim it , then narrow your choices by select ing 
the power, weight , and specificat ion ranges that  best  fit  your needs;  (2)  Test  as 
m any m odels as possible to find the ones that  work best  for you;  (3)  Go for the 
highest  opt ical quality you can afford–in the long run, all other factors will be 
secondary;  (4)  I f you’re shopping for budget  binoculars, don’t  peek through the 
$1,000 m odels on the next  shelf–you m ay have to go to the bank for a loan;  and 
(5)  No m at ter what  you buy, get  out  there and find some good birds.  

  Eagle Opt ics will donate 5%  to the Lab when you buy from  their online store 
through this link.   
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Binocular Features Table  

"Top guns" (over $700)
Oversized  

  
Price  W eig ht  

 
( oz.)  

Close
focus

Fie ld 
of 

View  

Overa ll
im age  

Feel Eyeglasses  Category
rank  

Features

Leica 10x50 BA $1,345 43.1 14'8" 
14 
(16)  1.5 2.8 1.7 (s)  7.0 rp, w, c 

Leica 8x50 BA $1,295 43.0 16'2" 
22 
(19)  1.5 2.8 1.7 (s)  7.3 rp, w, c 

Swarovski 
10x50 SLC 

$1,332 45.5 14'8" 
1 9  
( 1 9 )  1.3 2.5 1 .2  ( t )  3.6 rp, w, c 

Swarovski 7x50 
SLC 

$1,221 43.5 12' 
2 4  
( 2 4 )  1.3 2.5 1 .2  ( t )  8.3 rp, w, c 

Swarovski 8x56 
SLC 

$1,498 46.5 21'2" 24 
(21)  1.3 2.8 1 .4  ( t )  8.5 rp, w, c 

Zeiss Night  Owl 
7x45 

$1,300 45.2 8 '8 "  
2 8  
( 2 8 )  1.3 3.0 1.7 ( r)  8.2 rp, w, c 

Full- sized  

  
Price  W eig ht  

 
( oz.)  

Close
focus

Fie ld 
of 

View  

Overa ll
im age  

Feel Eyeglasses  Category
rank  

Features

Bausch & Lom b 
Elite 10x42 

$ 860 28.8 5 '  16 
(16)  1.9 2.0 2.0 ( r)  7.8 rp, w, c 

Bausch & Lom b 
Elite 8x42 

$ 840 30.1 5 '  
19 
(20)  1.9 2.0 2.0 ( r)  9.0 rp, w, c 

Leica 10x42 BA $1,145 33.2 13'2" 15 
(14)  1.5 2.1 2.0 (s)  5.8 rp, w, c 

Nikon Venturer 
10x42 

$1,782 34.5 8 '6 "  18 
(18)  1.3 1.5 1.2 ( t )  1 .6  rp, w, c 

Nikon Venturer 
8x42 

$1,660 35.5 7 '1 1 "  22 
(21)  1.3 1.5 1.2 ( t )  2.8 rp, w, c 

Nikon Superior 
E 10x42 

$1,320 2 5 .7  14' 
18 
(18)  1.8 2.4 2.3 ( r)  9.0 pp, c 

Swarovski 
10x42 SLC 

$1,098 33.8 13'11"
18 
(14)  1.3 1.9 1.6 ( t )  4.4 rp, w, c 

Swarovski 7x42 
SLC 

$1,043 35.7 11'10"
2 5  
( 2 2 )  1.3 1.9 1.4 ( t  )  7.8 rp, w, c 

Zeiss 10x40 
B/ GAT 

$1,149 2 6 .0  16'2" 
17 
(15)  1.6 1.8 1.6 ( r)  5.3 rp, w, c 
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Zeiss 7x42 
B/ GAT 

$ 950 28.1 11'6" 
2 8  
( 2 3 )  1.2 1.7 1.4 ( r)  5.5 rp, w, c 

Midsized  

  
Price  W eig ht  

 
( oz.)  

Close
focus

Fie ld 
of 

View  

Overa ll
im age  

Feel Eyeglasses  Category
rank  

Features

Leica 10x32 BA $1,095 24.9 8 '  17 
(14)  1.6 1.8 3.0 (s)  2.8 rp, w, c 

Leica 8x32 BA $ 945 23.9 6 '  21 
(16)  1.4 1.4 2.0 (s)  2.0 rp, w, c 

Swarovski 8x30 
SLC 

$ 832 22.8 13' 22 
(17)  1.6 2.8 1.7 ( t )  2.6 rp, w, c 

Swarovski 7x30 
SLC 

$ 732 23.1 12'2" 2 5  
( 2 0 )  1.6 2.6 1.7 ( t )  3.8 rp, w, c 

Nikon Superior 
E 8x32 

$ 936 20.8 8'6"  
2 4  
( 2 1 )  1.6 2.2 2.7 ( r)  3.8 pp, c 

Midpriced ($400—$700)  

  
Price  W eig ht  

 
( oz.)  

Close
focus

Fie ld 
of 

View  

Overa ll
im age  

Feel Eyeglasses  Category
rank  

Features

Celest ron Regal 
10x50 

$ 700 28.8 7 '1 0 "  
16 
(18)  2.6 1.9 2.7 ( r)  3.6 rp, w, c 

Celest ron Regal 
8x42 

$ 650 24.3 4 '1 0 "  21 
(21)  2.4 2.4 3.0 ( r)  4.4 rp, w, c 

Fuj inon 7x42 $ 690 31.9 10' 
2 2  
( 2 4 )  2.2 2.2 3.0 (s)  3.7 rp, w, c 

Kowa 8x45 $ 416 29.9 18'10"
20 
(19)  2.2 2.8 3.0 ( r)  3 .2  rp, w, c 

Mirador 8x40 $ 440 24.4 15'8" 21 
(18)  3.0 3.3 3.0 ( r)  7.7 pp, c 

Optolyth Alpin 
NG 8x40 

$ 459 21.6 22'5" 
17 
(18)  3.5 3.8 3.3 ( r)  9.0 pp, c 

Optolyth Alpin 
NG 7x42 

$ 479 21.5 25' 19 
(18)  3.5 3.8 3.3 ( r)  9.4 pp, c 

Pentax 10x42 
DCF HR 

$ 550 24.8 15' 16 
(17)  3.2 3.1 2.7 ( r)  7.6 rp, w, c 

Swift  Viceroy 
10x42 

$ 690 25.0 4 '1 0 "  
15 
(16)  3.2 2.6 2.7 ( r)  6.1 rp, w, c 

Swift  Eaglet  
7x36 

$ 680 21.5 4 '  21 
(23)  2.1 2.3 2.7 ( r)  4.4 rp, w, c 

Swift  Ult ralite $ 460 20.9 16'2" 16 2.7 3.0 3.2 ( r)  6.3 pp, c 
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10x42 (14)  

Swift  Ult ralite 
8x42 

$ 440 21.1 11'4" 
18 
(18)  2.7 3.0 3.0 ( r)  5.6 pp, c 

Zeiss 8x30 $ 450 1 5 .5  13'2" 19 
(18)  2.6 4.0 3.3 ( r)  6.0 rp, w, c 

Low-priced ($200—$400)  

  
Price  W eig ht  

 
( oz.)  

Close
focus

Fie ld 
of 

View  

Overa ll
im age  

Feel Eyeglasses  Category
rank  

Features

Celest ron 
Ult im a 8x40 

$ 340 20.9 14' 
21 
(18)  3.0 3.5 3.0 ( r)  5.7 pp 

Celest ron 
Ult im a 8x32 

$ 325 19.2 13'10"
19 
(17)  3.5 3.5 3.0 ( r)  6.7 pp 

Celest ron 
Adventurer 
8x32 

$ 240 25.2 10'3" 
14 
(17)  4.0 4.0 3.5 ( r)  7.8 pp 

Eagle Opt ics 
Ranger 10x42 

$ 348 25.0 5 '  16 
(16)  2.3 2.7 3.0 ( r)  2.3 rp, w, c 

Eagle Opt ics 
Ranger 7x36 

$ 288 22.4 4 '  
2 2  
( 2 3 )  2.2 2.3 3.0 ( r)  1 .7  rp, w, c 

Eagle Opt ics 
Voyager 9.5x44 

$ 298 24.9 15'2" 19 
(16)  3.0 3.0 3.0 ( r)  2.3 pp, c 

Mirador 7x42 $ 377 22.2 18'6" 
2 4  
( 2 1 )  3.0 4.3 3.5 ( r)  6.3 pp, c 

Pentax 10x50 
PCF 

$ 274 34.5 17'10"
14 
(16)  3.3 4.3 3.0 ( r)  6.0 pp, c 

WB Unlim ited 
(Celest ron)  
8x42 

$ 370 20.7 13'6" 19 
(18)  2.7 3.0 3.0 ( r)  5.6 pp, c 

Budget  (under $200)  

  
Price  W eig ht  

 
( oz.)  

Close
focus

Fie ld 
of 

View  

Overa ll
im age  

Feel Eyeglasses  Category
rank  

Features

Bushnell 8x42 
WA 

$ 119 26.5 13'6" 
19 
(19)  4.0 3.6 3.0 ( r)  6.4 pp, c 

Celest ron Bird 
Watcher 10x50 

$ 180 28.3 17'6" 
14 
(16)  3.5 4.0 3.7 ( r)  6.0 pp, c 

Celest ron Bird 
Watcher 8x40 

$ 170 24.2 10'10"
18 
(17)  3.9 3.3 3.7 ( r)  6.6 pp, c 

Celest ron Bird $ 160 21.9 8 '  
2 2  

4.0 3.4 3.7 ( r)  5.4 pp, c 
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Price:  Manufacturer’s suggested retail pr ice. Actual pr ices are often m uch lower. 
Fie ld of View :  Measured as width of field ( inches)  seen from  a distance of 15 feet . (  )  
=  field of view with eyeglasses. 
Overa ll im age:  Com pared across all m odels (scale of 1-5, with 1 being the best ) .  
Feel:  Com pared across all m odels (scale of 1-5, with 1 being the best ) .  

Watcher 7x35 ( 2 1 )  

Celest ron 
Enduro 8x40 

$ 80 24.3 12'4" 
21 
(15)  4.8 4.2 4.3 ( r)  9.4 pp, c 

Celest ron 
Enduro 7x35 

$ 80 21.2 15' 
20 
(18)  4.4 4.4 4.7 ( r)  9.6 pp, c 

Eagle Opt ics 
Voyager 8x42 

$ 168 21.6 11'6" 21 
(19)  3.4 3.0 3.7 ( r)  3.4 pp, c 

Eagle Opt ics 
Ranger 8x32 

$ 158 19.6 12' 20 
(18)  3.4 2.8 3.3 ( r)  2 .4  pp, c 

Nikon Egret  I I  
8x40 

$ 170 25.4 13'6" 
19 
(16)  3.4 3.0 3.7 ( r)  3.2 pp, c 

Nikon Naturalist  
I V 7x35 

$ 144 23.8 8 '1 0 "  3 0  
( 2 1 )  3.8 2.8 3.0 ( r)  3.0 pp, c 

Mirador 8x32 $ 188 21.7 7 '2 "  
18 
(14)  4.3 3.3 4.0 ( r)  6.3 pp, c 

Com pact  

  
Price  W eig ht  

 
( oz.)  

Close
focus

Fie ld 
of 

View  

Overa ll
im age  

Feel Eyeglasses  Category
rank  

Features

Bausch & Lom b 
Custom  7x26 

$ 279 7 .2  7 '1 1 "  2 0  
( 1 9 )  2.0 2.2 2.8 ( r)  1 .4  rpp, c 

WB Unlim ited 
(Celest ron)  
7x25 

$ 99 11.0 9'6"  18 
(16)  3.4 2.5 3.8 ( r)  5.3 rpp, c 

Eagle Opt ics 
Ranger 8x24 

$ 144 8.0 9' 
17 
(13)  3.0 3.6 3.5 ( r)  5.0 rp, c 

Eagle Opt ics 
8x24 UCF 
(Pentax)  

$ 108 12.9 5 '  18 
(14)  3.2 3.2 3.3 (s)  4.8 rpp, c 

Eagle Opt ics 
Voyager 8x25 

$ 59 11.5 9'10" 
17 
(14)  2.8 2.4 2.8 ( r)  2.5 rpp, c 

Nikon Diplomat  
8x23 

$ 272 10.5 7 '5 "  16 
(16)  2.8 2.3 3.3 ( r)  2.6 rpp, c 

Swift  Micron 
8x25 

$ 130 9.4 9'4"  
17 
(14)  3.6 3.4 4.0 ( r)  5.6 rpp, c 
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Eyeglasses:  Overall " fr iendliness" to eyeglass wearers (scale of 1-5, with 1 being the 
best ) , r  =  rubber eyecups, s =  snapping eyecups, t  =  turning eyecups. 
Category rank:  Overall subject ive ranking by 10 reviewers within pr ice/ size category 
( the lower the num ber, the bet ter the ranking) . 
Features:  rp =  roof pr ism , pp =  porro pr ism , rpp =  reverse porro pr ism , w =  
waterproof (sealed) , c =  case. 
Please note:  Num bers in bold type represent  noteworthy rat ings within a given 
category and price level.   

Click here to return to the binocular review.  

   

Eagle Opt ics will donate 5%  to the Lab when you buy from  their online store through 
this link.   
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